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This report about the highly intelligent and multifaceted Serbian personality, 
Maga Magazinovi!, is based mainly on her memoirs, which were written in 
1951-1960 and deal with the period of her life from childhood until 1927.1  
Maria/Magdalena Magazinovi! (1882-1968), called Maga, came from a 
modest provincial family in the then Kingdom of Serbia, completing her stu-
dies at Belgrade University in 1904. Magas subjects were philosophy and 
German language and literature. She worked first as a librarian at the Natio-
nal Library, then as a teacher at the Girls High School (gymnasium) in Bel-
grade. She was a good translator and the first Serbian female journalist 
(columnist), with a socialist and feminist engagement. Her dynamic presence 
was soon noticed by intellectuals in the Serbian capital for its wits and 
talents, for example Magas predilection for dance. Dance in general (except 
ballroom and folk) and ballet were unknown in Serbia during the first decade 
of the twentieth century. Opera was at its very beginning, and thus there was 
only a tradition in drama, practiced in the National Theatre of Belgrade, 
which was founded in 1868.  
 
Salome in Belgrade 
 
The National Theatre, this very important centre of cultural life in Serbia, 
hosted the guest presentation of Maud Allan in 1907, with her interpretation 
of the dancing piece Salome, supported by music of Marcel Remy. Traditio-
nally, patriarchal Serbian society accepted with approval (mainly the female 
part) the barefoot appearance of this well known Canadian dancer. For her 
part, Maga Magazinovi! greeted the performance with admiration and 
decided to devote herself immediately to the world of theatre. She was 
already a gifted actress in some Serbian amateur theatrical and musical 
societies. 
  
                                                                                 
1 Maga Magazinovi!, Moj život (My life), in Serbian, priredila (prepared by) Jelena anti! who 
also wrote introductory article (pp. 7-35), the M. Ms memoirs are pp. 44-396, with her preamble 




First dance studies and discovery of Ballet Russes  
 
On September 5th, 1909 (making her first trip to the West) Maga left on her 
own expenses for Berlin to join the school of Max Reinhardt. Apart from lear-
ning the scenic movement with Gertrud Eysoldt at the Reinhardt studio, 
Maga went to observe ballet classes in the Berlin Opera, practicing with Char-
lotte Schnitter. In Berlin-Grünewald Maga also attended the free dance cour-
ses of Isadora and Elisabeth Duncan. Miss Magazinovi! was to old to start 
learning dance (in 1909 she was 27), whether classical or the contemporary 
Ausdruckstanz. But Magas great musicality and ability (knowing folk dances 
from her childhood) made her a successful plastic performer and a 
connoisseur of ballet. Namely, Maga Magazinovi! had a great opportunity in 
Germany to enjoy Sergei Diaghilevs unforgettable Saisons Russes. In May 
1910 the famous company gave concerts in Charlottenburgs Theater des 
Westens, touring with Vaclav Nijinsky and Tamara Karsavina, among others. 
This was a rare opportunity for somebody from the Balkans, seeing Russian 
dancing stars in both classical and modern ballet, the latter promoted by 
Mikhail Fokine. Although in opposition to classical dancing, Maga found the 
ballet reform of Fokine and even the pure classics (on the Diaghilevs pro-
gramme were also excerpts from Swan Lake performed by Ekaterina Heltzer 
and Alexander Volinine) of the Russians exciting, and Ballet Russes unity of 
dance, music, stage, costumes and lighting dazzling.2 
 
School of modern dance in Belgrade 
 
Returning to Serbia in 1910, Maga offered her knowledge obtained at Rein-
hardt to the authorities of the Belgrade National Theatre. She was rejected: 
A woman stage director"? Impossible" Maybe I could take you as an actress, 
but directing, out of the question. Subsequently Maga opened a private 
school for recitation, aesthetic gymnastics and foreign languages in Bel-
grade. Although the word dance was avoided, this was in fact the first 
establishment to deal with modern dance in the Balkans. Maga also proposed 
to the National Theatres school to teach young actors proper theatrical spe-
ech but was refused. Later, Maga changed the name of her pedagogical enter-
prise to School for rhythmical and plastic movement, omitting acting (reci-
tation) and languages, and decided not to apply to the National Theatre any 
                                                                                 
2 Even Isadora Duncan could not suppress her admiration for Ballets Russes: Diaghilev perfor-
med a great device! He unveiled before the French much, if not all, of what is talented, beautiful, 
instructive and picturesque in the Russian theatre. He brought it home that the country whose 
art is practically unknown to the majority possesses a whole temple of aesthetical joys, and 
every small detail in this temple is a thing of beauty and interest. M. N. Pozharskaya, The Russian 
Seasons in Paris. Sketches of scenery and costumes 1908-1929. Art Publishers, Moscow 1988, p. 
51.  
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more. The only link with this institution was temporary appearances of her 
school with concerts in some of its pageants. Otherwise, she had to be con-
tent with the teaching at the high school.  
 
“Dunkanisme” and Jaques-Dalcroze 
 
The year 1911 was marked by the first concert of the Magas school and her 
travelling. She should have been satisfied with the success but was yearning 
for more experience. To get better acquainted with new dancing styles, Maga 
went to Germany again, this time to Braunschweig to learn Emil Jaques-Dal-
crozes method in the summer courses of the pianist Minette Wegmann. Then 
Maga went to Hellerau in 1912 to study Jaques-Dalcrozes movement theory 
from the source. Among her classmates were Charlotte Wilke and Valeria 
Kratina. Later in the same year, Magazinovi! organized two concerts in Bel-
grade, dancing always with her pupils (for the time being only female) 
defending bare footedness with zeal: in any case she refused to obtain sto-
ckings for her girls, as suggested by the authorities.  
It is interesting to note that following Isadora, Maga danced mainly to Cho-
pins and Griegs music with her disciples, finding the rhythm of Chopins pie-
ces convenient for her choreography, actually most suitable for the rhythm 
of the human body. On the other hand, Maga perceived the music of Johann 
Sebastian Bach as non rhythmical, disparate to body movements, thus disap-
proving of Jaques-Dalcrozes dancing to Bachs fugues. So she continued, 
being among the first European (and American) pioneers to promote not 
only Duncanisme, but the principles of Francois Delsarte and Emile Jaques-
Dalcroze as well, in her homeland. She did not neglect certain experiences 
from the Diaghilevs troupe performances, which were possibly influential to 
her choreography and, in the first place, great theatrical heritage she brought 
from the Reinhardts artistic experiments. 
 
The Wars and afterwards. First meeting with Laban 
 
The Balkan Wars and the Great War cut short Magas artistic and pedagogical 
activities. She volunteered as a nurse during the Balkan Wars and was among 
refugees at the beginning of the World War One. To add to the bad situation, 
Magas personal life was very hard: her brother was killed as a Serbian sol-
dier and her small son Harald-Rajko died in 1916. Finally there was the bro-
ken marriage to Gerhard Gesemann, the German Slavist, also father of Magas 
daughter Rajna. In 1917, after recovering a bit, Maga was exiled to Switzer-
land by the Serbian government (residing in Corfu, Greece) to study the con-




New horizons were achieved by Maga on her visit to Rudolf von Labans 
school in Zürich. Returning in 1919 to the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slo-
venes (proclaimed on 1 December 1918), she continued with her work, brin-
ging new ideas to her school in Belgrade. To the principles of Jaques-Dalcroze 
and the previous duncanisme she added the spirit and technique of the 
Laban school, adapting to this style several local folk dances for the stage. 
Presenting them at a concert in 1920, Maga became a Serbian pioneer in folk 
choreography.  
 
Russian emigration in Yugoslavia 
 
The post war Serbian situation, including the cultural life, was changed 
generally, if not drastically. A devastated land accepted refugees who came 
from another land, now ruined by Russian imperialists. New artistic trends 
arrived with the waves of Russian émigrés to the new state of Southern Slavs. 
In Belgrade, the art of ballet came into existence and somebody reminiscent 
of Maga Magazinovi! appeared. Born Baronne Eggert von Eckhofen, Claudia 
Issaatschenko had already established her reputation in Sankt Petersburg 
leading the school of Plastic and scenic expression. First she was engaged 
as a ballet mistress by the Belgrade National Theatres opera. When in 1921 
a school for the performing arts was formed in the capital, Issaatschenko was 
chosen to lead the ballet department. In the 1922 and 1923 there was again 
a Russian newcomer: Elena Poliakova, a representative of classical dance 
and of Mikhail Fokines modern ballet. As Fokines pupil, she was a classmate 
of Anna Pavlova and a former member of the Mariinsky ballet. Poliakova was 
also invited to teach at the Belgrade performing arts school. Soon a ballerina 
from Moscow, Nina Kirsanova, reached Belgrades National Theatre. In 1923 
Issaatschenko left Yugoslavia for Paris, never to return. 
 
The classics opposed to modern dance. Laban in Yugoslavia 
 
Because observers sometimes, according to Maga, superficially referred to 
the activities of her school as ballet, she devoted herself to public lecturing 
and writing about dance more than ever. She did not stop publishing texts in 
daily chronicles and literary journals, strictly underlining difference 
between classical ballet and modern dance. Writing also allowed her to ans-
wer to the term plastic ballet used by Claudia Issaatschenko, who in Magas 
view based her dances on the classical technique. One has to remember that 
during the guest appearance in Belgrade of Rudolf von Laban in 1924, his 
troupe was presented in newspapers as Ballet theatre. On the occasion of 
the sojourn in the Yugoslav capital, Rudolf von Laban visited Magas studio 
and was very content with results of her work. In the same year Sharlotte 
 267 Maga Magazinovi! and Modern Dance in Serbia 
Wilke danced in Belgrade and before that Valeria Kratina. Spectators had an 
excellent choice for enjoying modern dance in the greatest possible style. 
However, for both Maga and her teacher Laban, classics were incompatible 
with barefootedness, she soon turned to a ballet piece. 
 
A ballet performance and stylized folklore 
 
After praises from Laban, Magas carrier was not easier. She continually lived 
off her own expenses, obtaining all she needed by herself: prewar or post-
war summer dwellings in Germany, organization of the school, equipment, 
places for training, pianists, performances. Despite being occupied by the 
Belgrade Theatre activities, Maga decided to busy herself with ballet. In her 
school, the number of pupils increased to about 40 girls and two boys! In 
1925 Riccardo Drigos The Festivities of Bacchus and Flore was a new success 
for Maga in the Belgrade National Theatre, as a would-be parallel to Leonide 
Massines Zephyr et Flore with music by Vladimir Dukelsky was mounted for 
Diaghilevs Ballets Russes in the same year.  
Maga continued with her choreographies of Serbian folk heritage, combining 
it with national epic. This resulted in theatrical pieces of mixed forms, 
perhaps a form of choreodrama.3 So in May 1926 Maga performed the plas-
tic pastoral Jelisavka, Obilića Majka (Jelisavka, Mother of Milo Obili!). In 
February 1927 it was dancing elegy Molitva Kosovke Devojke (Prayer of the 
Kosovo Maiden) and plastic ballade Molitva Majke Jugovića (The Prayer of 
Jugovi!i Mother). Encouraging critiques came from many sides, but this was 
not enough to get a state subsidy. In 1935 Maga was compelled to close her 
school.  
 
Again with Laban. New activities 
 
Maga did not cease to perfect herself. She took part in Labans summer cour-
ses in Lauenstein in 1929 with her choreographies of Serbian kolo (the wheel 
dance). Her presence was also noted at the Munich Dance Congress and 
Labans courses in Bayreuth in 1930.  
Let us remember that the year 1930 was in Germany a climax of the con-
frontation between ballet and Ausdrukstanz. The latter won. In Yugoslavia, 
on the contrary, especially in Belgrade, where the popularity of classics was 
enormous, ballet was supported by state theatres, while modern dance was 
pushed aside to private studios and schools. However, free dance had 
already entered into the classical system with the modernities of Fokine 
                                                                                 
3 In this sense Vera Obradovi!-Ljubinkovi! analysed the opus of M. Magazinovi! in: Koreodrama 
u Srbiji u 20. I 21. veku. Rodna perspektiva (Choreodrama in Serbia in 20th and 21st century. A 




presented in Ljubljana and Belgrade by Elena Poliakova, later also by her 
pupil Anatol Joukovsky in Belgrade. With the new choreographies of Leonide 
Massine, brought to the Belgrade scene by Nina Kirsanova, the style of Ger-
man contemporary dance could also be found in the capitals National The-
atre. When Pia and Pino Mlakar were invited to Belgrade to mount Richard 
Strauss Josephslegende and Till Eulenspiegel for Richard Strauss 70th birth-
day, the Serbian audience was able to enjoy Labans style in its purity, which 
was perhaps more admired by critics then by ordinary spectators.  
 Historians would be interested to know if Laban invited Maga to visit further 
dance congresses organized by him in 1934 and 1935, or even to take part in 
dance festivities which followed the Berlin Olympics of 1936. In that year, 
Maga, her school already disbanded, formed a solid group of folk dancers 
from her followers, mainly university students. With her new company she 
made guest appearances in Istanbul, Nice and finally in 1939 in various Ger-
man cities, but she could not see Laban anymore. Meanwhile he found his 
last domicile in England.4 
 
War again and after  
 
The Second World War was knocking at the European doors and Yugoslavia 
was soon occupied. During bad times for everybody, although theatres 
worked, Maga could not produce anything new. She retired in 1941 as a high 
school teacher. After the war, the situation was not much easier in the newly 
proclaimed communist Yugoslavia, with a highly impoverished Serbian part. 
New people came to lead the state and cultural life. Soviet ballet style was 
reaching Belgrade, which was almost left without any dancers. Surely there 
was no place for modern dance. As in the Soviet Union, it was considered 
decadent to the highest degree. Maga was not allowed to establish a school, 
as before, or any folk dancing group. She was only invited to teach rhythmic, 
folk and historical dances in the new ballet school, retiring in 1955.  
 
Last writings predicting the future of ballet and dance in general 
 
In her thoughts and interests (her book History of Dance published in 1955) 
Maga Magazinovi! was not restricted to free dance. In this sense it is worth 
reporting about an article by Maga printed in 1959 in the journals of Bel-
grade and Zagreb. Titled Half Century of Modern Ballet,5 it reveals how 
much she was informed about the world situation of the big ballet enterpri-
ses and the advances of contemporary music! Obviously Maga followed and 
                                                                                 
4 Data referring to Rudolf von Laban to be found in: I. Karina und M. Kant. Tanz unterm Haken-
kreuz, eine Dokumentation, Henschel Verlag, 2. ergänzte Auflage, Berlin 1999.  
5 Reprinted in My Life as Pola stoleća modernog baleta, pp. 123-132. 
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enjoyed all foreign guest ballet performances in Belgrade during 1940s and 
1950s. The choice was very rich: ballet soloists and companies from the 
West, from Paris Opera and Covent Garden, but also from the Bolshoi. It is 
evident that Maga also consulted foreign books and specialized journals. In 
the beginning of her text about Ballets Russes she asked herself and her rea-
ders, where the ballet was then, fifty years after its rehabilitation through 
the mediation of Diaghilev, and thirty years after his passing. 
In the last decades, as Maga wrote, the popularity of ballet was aroused. 
Diaghilev himself would be surprised with the development and progress 
not only in France, the USSR and Italy but also in England and in both Ame-
ricas which are today (in 1959-NM) top-rank dancing lands. Attention is also 
attracted by companies in Finland, Sweden, Holland and Belgium. Maga 
emphasized that Diaghilevs ideas and examples led to flourishing contem-
porary national ballet ensembles of the representative opera houses in 
Europe and the United States. 
At the same time a question was posed by Maga  observing also the compa-
nies of the Ballet of Marquise of Cuevas and London Festival Ballet  as to 
what innovations all those troupes are bringing to the advance of ballet art? 
In her opinion they did not promote one single new form which had not 
already existed as an embryo in Diagilevs ensemble: all modern dramatic 
ballets derived from Petrushka, all plotless pieces originate from Les Sylphi-
des (that means from Fokine). On the other hand, the new ballet has its 
merits in creating different mixed forms which makes the classification of 
dances difficult. The author is among modern post-diaghilevian choreogra-
phers exalting Balanchine, Robbins, Petit, Mac Millan, Bejart, paremblek, 




Today Maga herself would be taken aback by the progress in modern dance 
in her own land, with local groups and the so-called alternative dance scenes, 
increasing very much in number. The greatest surprise for her would be the 
convergence of ballet with modern and postmodern dance presented every 
year by foreign companies at the Belgrade International Dance Festival foun-
ded at the beginning of the new millennium.  
 One last question concerns the unfulfilled possibilities of Maga Maga-
zinovi!. What might have happened had she been given the possibility of pro-
fessionalizing her school, forming a subsidized company, or had she been 
given continuous support for her folk-dance ensemble. Either way, Magas 
honest struggle was not futile. Many followers worked and are still working 
today to bring the fruit of her efforts to the excelling dance groups and newly 
founded professional ballet schools in Serbia.
 
 
